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METHOD FOR COMPOSING PACKAGES OF 
ELECTRONIC MAIL ATTACHMENTS 

FIELD OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention relates to the transmission of elec 
tronic mail over computer networks, and more particularly, 
to a method and apparatus for composing packages of 
application ?les to be transmitted as attachments to elec 
tronic mail by designating ?les from the user application. 

DESCRIPTION OF THE RELATED ART 

During the past decade, electronic mail (“e-mail”) has 
become an indispensable tool for facilitating business and 
personal communications. Through computer netWorking 
systems such as local-area netWorks (“LAN”), Wide-area 
netWorks (“WAN”), and the World-Wide Web (“WWW”), 
netWork users can send and receive notes, messages, letters, 
etc., to communicate With others Who are in the same office 
or perhaps in remote locations across the World. 

E-mail application programs are typically con?gured for 
generating messages in the form of memoranda. These 
programs guide a user to “compose” an e-mail message by 
providing a platform for entering at least one outgoing 
e-mail address, a “subject” heading, and a “body” for the 
actual message. When the user completes typing the mes 
sage and presses the “send” key, the message is transmitted 
over the netWork and arrives at the provided destination 
address. E-mail is often used for sending relatively short 
messages that are only a feW sentences in length. 

Most e-mail application programs also alloW a user to 
attach a ?le to be sent along With a message as an “attach 
ment.” In the accompanying e-mail message, the sender may 
introduce or eXplain the signi?cance of the attachments. 
Attachment ?les might include Word processing documents, 
graphics ?les, eXecutable programs, spreadsheet reports, etc. 
A recipient Will receive the e-mail message plus any 
attached ?les, Which may then be opened and accessed 
through the appropriate application softWare. In many 
applications, it is preferable to send documents through 
e-mail attachments instead of a facsimile because the recipi 
ent can then store, edit, and print an original ?le. For 
long-distance communications, it is also less costly to send 
documents via e-mail as compared With a facsimile. 

In order to send an attachment With most e-mail applica 
tion programs, a user ?rst composes a message in the 
ordinary course by specifying a destination address, a sub 
ject heading, and a message. The user then selects the 
“attachment” icon and selects a ?le that is stored in memory 
or on ?oppy disk. Upon selecting a ?le and selecting the 
“ok” icon, the user ?nally selects the “send” option to begin 
transmission of the e-mail. 

Although many currently available e-mail application 
programs enable a user to send attachments to messages as 
part of an e-mail communication, there are several problems 
that users often encounter When sending e-mail attachment 
?les. As an initial matter, it is relatively common for a user 
to forget to send an attachment along With a message When 
composing an e-mail. In some circumstances, this can lead 
to confusion, or at least embarrassment because the user 
referred in the sent message to an attached ?le that has not 
been sent. Other times, the user may be aWare that an 
attachment ?le needs to be included in an e-mail application, 
but may not remember the name of the ?le. The user then 
must perform an eXtensive search using ?le management 
systems in order to locate the appropriate ?le to be attached. 
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2 
Another frequently encountered problem is that the user 
might remember to send some, but not all of the attachments 
that Were intended. These problems signi?cantly reduce the 
bene?ts of e-mail systems and may negatively affect a user’s 
productivity When engaging in electronic mail communica 
tions. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 

In vieW of the dif?culties encountered With sending 
attachments to e-mail communications described above, 
there is a need for a method and apparatus for assisting a user 
to properly con?gure an e-mail communication to include 
the transmission of desired attachment ?les. 

The present invention provides a method for composing 
packages of e-mail attachment ?les for e-mail communica 
tions. Aplurality of data structures are created, Wherein each 
data structure groups together a plurality of different user 
application ?les designated as attachments to an e-mail 
communication. Application ?les are designated from Within 
user applications and are associated With selected data 
structures, such that each designated application ?le is 
associated With a selected data structure. The system then 
provides a list of the data structures containing application 
?les during composition of an e-mail communication having 
attachments. 
The present invention also provides a data structure 

representing a collection of attachment ?les designated to be 
transmitted as part of an e-mail communication. The data 
structure includes a package name ?eld for storing a user 
de?ned name for identifying the package and a package 
header ?eld for storing information regarding the con?gu 
ration of the package. For each attachment ?le designated 
Within the collection, the data structure also includes an 
attachment ?le name ?eld for storing a user-de?ned name 
for identifying the attachment ?le, an attachment ?le header 
?eld for storing information regarding the con?guration of 
the attachment ?le, and a pointer to a user application ?le 
designated as the attachment ?le. 

Another aspect of the present invention is a system for 
composing packages of e-mail attachment ?les for e-mail 
communications. This includes a plurality of data structures, 
each data structure grouping together a plurality of different 
user application ?les designated as attachments to an e-mail 
communication. A packaging ?le manager designates user 
application ?les from Within respective user applications to 
selected data structures, such that each designated applica 
tion ?le is associated With a selected data structure. An 
e-mail application user interface provides a listing of the 
data structures containing user application ?les generated by 
the packaging ?le manager during composition of an e-mail 
communication having attachments. 

In yet another aspect of the invention, a method is 
provided for composing packages of e-mail attachment ?les 
for e-mail communications. Aplurality of data structures are 
created, Wherein each data structure groups together a plu 
rality of different user application ?les designated as attach 
ments to an e-mail communication. Application ?les are 
designated from Within user applications and associated With 
selected data structures, such that each designated applica 
tion ?le is associated With a selected data structure. The teXt 
of a message in an e-mail communication being composed 
is checked for the presence of any terms or phrases indica 
tive of a user’s intent in an e-mail message to send an e-mail 
attachment in an e-mail communication. The e-mail com 
munication is also checked for the presence of an e-mail 
attachment. Upon detecting the presence of any of the terms 
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or phrases and the absence of an e-mail attachment ?le in the 
e-mail communication being composed, a list of the data 
structures is provided. 

In yet another aspect of the invention, a system for 
composing packages of e-mail attachment ?les for e-mail 
communications is provided. This includes a plurality of 
data structures, each data structure grouping together a 
plurality of different user application ?les designated as 
attachments to an e-mail communication. A packaging ?le 
manager designates user application ?les from Within 
respective user applications to selected data structures, such 
that each designated application ?le is associated With a 
selected data structure. An e-mail application user interface 
provides a listing of the data structures containing user 
application ?les generated by the packaging ?le manager 
upon detecting the presence of terms or phrases indicative of 
a user’s intent in an e-mail message to send an e-mail 
attachment during the composition of an e-mail communi 
cation. 

The present invention additionally provides for a method 
for composing packages of e-mail attachment ?les for e-mail 
communications. A plurality of data structures are created, 
Wherein each data structure groups together a plurality of 
different user application ?les designated as attachments to 
an e-mail communication. Application ?les designated from 
Within user applications are associated With selected data 
structures, such that each designated application ?le is 
associated With a selected data structure. A menu of options 
is displayed for composing an e-mail communication com 
prised of one or more types, and at least one user-selected 
option at a user interface is received. If the user-selection 
option includes at least one e-mail attachment, a list of the 
data structures containing application ?les in a template for 
con?guring an e-mail attachment to an a-mail communica 
tion is provided. 

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

FIG. 1 is a schematic diagram of a basic computer 
netWork system according to an embodiment of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 2 is a How diagram providing a method for desig 
nating an attachment ?le into a package according to an 
embodiment of the present invention. 

FIG. 3 is a schematic diagram illustrating a data structure 
for a package according to an embodiment of the present 
invention. 

FIG. 4 is a schematic diagram illustrating a data structure 
for a package according to an alternative embodiment of the 
present invention. 

FIG. 5 is a graphical user interface for designating a user 
application ?le as an attachment ?le according to an embodi 
ment of the present invention. 

FIG. 6 is a graphical user interface for designating a user 
application ?le in a package according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 7 is a How diagram illustrating a method for editing 
packages of attachment ?les according to an embodiment of 
the present invention. 

FIG. 8 is a How diagram for performing error checking 
analysis of an e-mail message according to an embodiment 
of the present invention. 

FIG. 9 is a How diagram of an e-mail menu con?guration 
embodiment of the present invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF PREFERRED 
EMBODIMENTS OF THE INVENTION 

The present invention Will noW be described in more 
detail With reference to the ?gures. FIG. 1 is a schematic 
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4 
diagram of a basic computer netWork system in accordance 
With a preferred embodiment of the present invention, in 
Which computer 10 is connected to computer 12 through a 
netWork 13 to facilitate e-mail communications With attach 
ments. Computer 10 has an e-mail communications user 
interface 11 that permits the computer to send e-mail com 
munications using netWork 13. LikeWise, computer 12 has 
an e-mail communications user interface 14 that permits the 
computer to receive e-mail communications from netWork 
13. The term computer in this description is not limited to 
any particular type of computer, and may include computer 
systems having many computers, or only a portion of a 
computer. NetWork 13 can be in the form of a Wired netWork 
or a Wireless netWork. The netWork may be a simple, single 
communication path, or it may include one or several LAN 
or WAN, the World Wide Web, or any combination thereof. 
Computers 10 and 12 may be the only computers connected 
to the netWork 13, or the netWork may be shared by many 
other computers. 
The present invention provides an interface betWeen an 

e-mail application program and a variety of other user 
applications that a user accesses during normal usage of a 
computer. EXamples of such user applications include, but 
are not limited to, Word processing programs, spreadsheet 
programs, math equation editors, presentation softWare, 
graphics editors, paint programs, multimedia audio and 
video-programs, and internet-based programs. During the 
time that a user accesses an application ?le in a user 

application, the user can designate the ?le to be a part of a 
neW or an eXisting package of application ?les. The pack 
ages of application ?les, as de?ned by the user, can then be 
included as an e-mail attachment in a future e-mail com 
munication. 

FIG. 2 provides a How diagram illustrating hoW the e-mail 
application interfaces With a user application to coordinate 
the composition of packages of designated ?les for attach 
ments. A user opens a user application, as in step 20, and 
begins to process an application ?le in the normal course. In 
this conteXt, processing may include creating a neW ?le, or 
opening and editing an eXisting ?le. The application ?les 
may be in a teXt format or any graphics, audio/video, or 
multimedia-type format. Graphics ?les might include jpeg, 
tif, or gif ?les. At any time during processing of the ?le, the 
user may choose to designate the application ?le for a 
package, as in step 21. This may be done by selecting an icon 
that is overlaid onto the screen of the user application. 
Alternatively, the user application itself may incorporate a 
macro Within its menu or in its “toolbar” for creating e-mail 
attachment packages. 

If the user designates the ?le for an attachment, the user 
is then prompted to supply a ?le name, as in step 22. Under 
most circumstances, the user Will Wish to maintain the same 
name as that of the eXisting ?le, Which can be provided as 
the default. HoWever, the user may Wish to change the name 
associated With the attachment ?le, in order to be more 
convenient or appropriate for the intended recipient of the 
attachment. For example, the user may name an application 
?le according to an internal billing or reference code, but 
may choose to rename the designated attachment ?le as one 
that the recipient Will recogniZe. 
The user is then prompted to select an appropriate pack 

age for the designated ?le, in step 23. As one option, the user 
may choose to create a neW package. If so, the system 
prompts the user to identify a package name, step 24, and 
creates an icon that is to be associated With the package, in 
step 25. If the user Wishes to add the attachment ?le to an 
eXisting package, the system prompts the user to select from 
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a list of packages, by name or by icon, or to provide the 
desired package name, in step 26. In step 27, the user 
application ?le is then designated as an attachment for a 
particularly de?ned package. 

In accordance With one embodiment, a pointer or link is 
then associated betWeen the application ?le and a data 
structure for the package, as illustrated With reference to 
FIG. 3. The data structure contains the package name 30 
de?ned to identify the package. The header information 31 
stores information about the package itself, Which may 
include the number of attachment ?les currently associated 
With the package 31a, the total siZe of the combination of 
attachment ?les 31b, and information regarding the capa 
bilities for compressing the ?le. For each ?le designated as 
an attachment and associated With the package, the data 
structure includes the user-de?ned attachment name 32, 
Which may differ from the user application ?le name, and 
general attachment ?le information 33, including the ?le 
type 33a, ?le siZe 33b, ?le location 33c, etc. Apointer or link 
from the attachment information 33 to the user application 
?le 35 is maintained. 

In an alternative embodiment, a copy of the user appli 
cation ?le is made and stored as a separate ?le. In this data 
structure, as shoWn in FIG. 4, the attachment information 
portion 40 maintains a link or pointer 41 to a neW copy of 
the user application ?le, stored as designated attachment 42. 
In this embodiment, When a user application ?le is desig 
nated as an attachment, a copy is made of the user applica 
tion ?le in its current form. Any subsequent-edits to the user 
application after the user designates the ?le in a package are 
not automatically incorporated into the attachment ?le. 
HoWever, because the user may desire to transmit the latest 
version of the user application, a second pointer is also 
maintained 43 to the user application ?le 44. When the user 
enters the e-mail application and requests to include a 
particular package as an attachment, the system can detect 
Whether the user application ?le 44 has changed from the 
designated attachment 42, and the user can choose Which ?le 
to include in the package. Although it is more cumbersome 
to store a separate copy of the user application ?le to be 
attached, this embodiment provides additional functionality 
for the user. 

FIG. 5 provides an illustration of a graphical user inter 
face (GUI) of the packaging ?le manager according to the 
preferred embodiment. Within the user application, once the 
user selects an icon or otherWise runs a macro to designate 

a user application ?le as an attachment, a screen such as that 
shoWn in FIG. 5 appears, Which is overlaid on the presently 
active user application display With the user application ?le. 
The user is queried to enter a neW ?le name for the 
application ?le that is to be designated as an attachment. In 
the preferred embodiment, the eXisting application ?le name 
is presented as a default. 

After the user provides a ?le name, a second screen is 
presented for the user to identify the package With Which the 
?le is to be associated. FIG. 6 provides an eXample of a GUI 
menu that alloWs the user to choose betWeen a neW package 
or an existing package. In response to a user’s request, the 
system Will provide a list of all of the attachment ?les that 
are currently af?liated With an eXisting package that the user 
identi?es. 

The user can later edit the composition of the packages as 
provided in FIG. 7. Upon entering the packaging ?le 
manager, the user can opt to edit a package, as in step 70. 
The user can then select the package to be edited. A list of 
attachment ?les that are currently associated With the pack 
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age are provided to the user, in step 71. The user can choose 
in step 72 to cut any one or more ?les from the list to 
perform a deletion in step 73, copy any of the ?les to a 
clipboard in step 74, or paste any ?les from the clipboard to 
the package list in step 75. The user can continually select 
other ?les to add or delete from the packages, in step 77, or 
sWitch ?les from one package to another, in step 78. The user 
can also separately add eXisting ?les to package lists, such 
as ?les that the user received as attachments from e-mail 
communications, Which the user may Wish to forWard to 
others. 
The packaging ?le manager can be incorporated directly 

into an e-mail application, or can be managed separately but 
interactively With the e-mail application. In either event, the 
functionality of the system is transparent to the user. When 
the user designates an intention to transmit at least one 
package in the e-mail application, the package ?le manager 
Will become active to alloW the user to select a package for 
transmission from a list of pre-con?gured packages. During 
this time, the user may also be given the option to edit the 
packages, as described above in accordance With FIG. 7. 
When the package ?le manager is a separate system that 
interacts With the e-mail application, a macro is provided 
Within the email application that is run When the user 
indicates an intention to transmit a package. Quite similarly, 
as an integrated system, the package ?le manager is run 
directly from Within the e-mail application When the user 
desires to send a package. 
The packaging ?le manager can also be incorporated With 

an e-mail application that provides other features for 
reminding a user to include e-mail attachments With e-mail 
communications. For example, in an e-mail application 
system as provided in FIG. 8, a checking operation is 
performed before an e-mail is transmitted. As in conven 
tional e-mail application programs, the user composes an 
e-mail communication in accordance With a template pro 
vided by the application, as shoWn as step 80. When the user 
indicates the completion of the composition of the message, 
shoWn as step 81, a checking system is triggered to perform 
an e-mail attachment consistency analysis. The e-mail appli 
cation program ?rst parses through the language provided by 
the user in the e-mail message, shoWn as step 82. The system 
searches for Words or phrases such as “ATTACHED,” 
“ENCLOSED,” “HERE IT IS,” “AS PROMISED,” 
“VERSION,” or the like. In step 83, the system determines 
Whether one of the Words or phrases is present. If the system 
does not detect the presence of one of these Words or 
phrases, the e-mail communication is transmitted, as in step 
88. 

If the system detects one or more of the Words or phrases 
identi?ed above, a consistency checker ?rst searches for an 
attachment ?le that is to be sent along With the e-mail 
message, shoWn as step 84. The system neXt determines 
Whether the user provided an attachment ?le. If an attach 
ment ?le eXists, the e-mail communication is transmitted. 
HoWever, if no attachment ?le eXists, the e-mail application 
program interrupts the user With a Warning message, shoWn 
as step 85. The user is then asked Whether an attachment ?le 
Was intended to be placed along With the e-mail message, as 
in step 86. If the user indicates that he intended to send an 
attachment, the package ?le manager routine is run to query 
the user to identify a package, in step 87. 
The package ?le manager can also be incorporated into a 

menu-driven e-mail application interface that prompts the 
user to identify at the outset Whether he intends to send 
e-mail attachments. The user chooses the type and category 
associated With the e-mail communication to be composed 
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according to a menu provided to the user. The user can then 
select options and features from the menu, Which govern the 
con?guration of the resulting e-mail communication. The 
user can opt to customiZe the menu to add or remove 

features in order to facilitate rapid composition of e-mail 
communications. 

FIG. 9 illustrates the operation of the e-mail con?guration 
application according to this embodiment. Upon the selec 
tion of the e-mail communication application 90, the system 
?rst prompts the user to select from a menu the type of 
e-mail communication that is to be transmitted, as in step 91. 
Once the user chooses from the menu of e-mail communi 
cation categories, the system con?gures the e-mail commu 
nication to facilitate composition of each requisite portion of 
the desired e-mail communication. If the user chooses 
simply to send an e-mail message, a template is provided in 
step 92 for the user to enter the intended recipient’s e-mail 
address, the subject matter, and a message. If the user 
chooses to send an e-mail attachment, the package ?le 
manager subroutine is run in step 93, Which alloWs the user 
to select a list of attachments predesignated as a package, as 
described above. 

As can be readily seen, the package ?le manager and the 
system and method for composing electronic mail as pack 
ages from Within user applications provides several advan 
tages to the user for composing e-mail communications. The 
system alloWs the user to organiZe e-mail communications 
during the time When the application ?les that are to be 
transmitted are generated. This may be quite bene?cial for 
users Who might otherWise forget to include such application 
?les When later composing an e-mail communication. By 
providing to the user designated attachment ?les as lists 
Within packages, the system can assist the user in more 
effectively organiZing and tracking e-mail communications, 
such that the user need not remember to separately select 
each attachment. The package ?le manager also provides an 
organiZed system for editing the composition of lists of 
attachment ?les that may be generated from a variety of 
sources. By separately storing a copy of all user application 
?les as neW attachment ?les, the system also provides the 
user With the option to transmit an earlier version of the 
present user application ?le. Thus, the method and system of 
the present invention provides for improved e-mail commu 
nications When e-mail attachments are to be transmitted 
from the user’s computer to another. 

The foregoing disclosure of embodiments of the present 
invention and speci?c examples illustrating the present 
invention have been presented for purposes of illustration 
and description. It is not intended to be exhaustive or to limit 
the invention to the precise forms disclosed. Many varia 
tions and modi?cations of the embodiments described herein 
Will be obvious to one of ordinary skill in the art in light of 
the above disclosure. The scope of the invention is to be 
de?ned only by the claimed appended hereto, and by their 
equivalents. 
What is claimed is: 
1. A method for con?guring e-mail communications With 

attachments, comprising: 
designating a user application ?le to be included as an 

attachment ?le to an e-mail communication, Wherein 
the designating is performed from Within a ?rst user 
application associated With the user application ?le; 

associating the user application ?le With a package; 
composing an e-mail communication from Within a sec 

ond user application that is different from the ?rst user 
application associated With the user application ?le; 
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8 
checking the e-mail communication for presence of an 

indication of a user’s intent to include an attachment to 
the e-mail communication; and 

providing a package name of the package if the indication 
of a user’s intent to include an attachment to the e-mail 
communication is found Within the e-mail communi 
cation. 

2. The method of claim 1, further comprising attaching the 
package if the package is not already attached to the e-mail 
communication. 

3. The method of claim 1, Wherein the package is asso 
ciated With a data structure. 

4. The method of claim 3, Wherein the package name is 
part of a data structure of the package. 

5. The method of claim 4, Wherein the data structure 
comprises one or more of the package name, header 
information, and attachment information. 

6. The method of claim 5, Wherein the header information 
comprises one or more of the number of attachment ?les 
associated With the package, the total siZe of the attachment 
?les, and information regarding capabilities for compressing 
the attachment ?les. 

7. The method of claim 5, Wherein the attachment infor 
mation comprises one or more of a user-de?ned attachment 

?le name, a ?le type, a ?le siZe, and a ?le location associated 
With each attachment ?les in the package. 

8. The method of claim 4, Wherein a designation of an 
attachment ?le in the data structure is performed by linking 
to the respective user application ?le. 

9. The method of claim 4, Wherein a designation of an 
attachment ?le in the data structure is performed by linking 
to a copy of the respective user application ?le made at the 
time of designation. 

10. The method of claim 9, Wherein each designation of 
an attachment ?le in the data structures is also linked to the 
respective user application ?le. 

11. A method for con?guring e-mail communications, 
comprising: 

designating one or more user application ?les to be 
included as attachment ?les to an e-mail 

communication, Wherein the designating is performed 
from Within respective user applications associated 
With the one or more user application ?les; 

creating a plurality of data structures, each of the plurality 
of data structures is associated With one or more of the 
designated user application ?les; 

checking teXt of an e-mail communication for presence of 
an indication of a user’s intent to include an attachment 

to the e-mail communication, Wherein the e-mail com 
munication is composed using a user application that is 
different from the respective user applications associ 
ated With the one or more user application ?les; 

checking the e-mail communication for presence of an 
e-mail attachment; and 

providing a list of the data structures upon detecting the 
presence of an indication of a user’s intent to include an 
attachment to the e-mail communication and an 
absence of an e-mail attachment in the c-mail commu 

nication; and 
attaching to the e-mail communication one or more of the 

designated user application ?les. 
12. The method of claim 11, Wherein the indication of a 

user’s intent to include an attachment to the e-mail commu 
nication is determined based on presence of one or more 
terms or phrases in the e-mail communication. 

* * * * * 


